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Jianna Taylor

Selling Literacy: A Young Teache
Ie Getting
(and Keeping) H r Stud nts Excited about Text
w, man. We really have to read another class
novel? We're
going to have to do
some boring book
about it, too."
As a young teacher who has always loved
reading, I was surprised to hear this type of
complaint from my middle school students when introducing a
novel unit. I immediately knew that my students needed some
other way to COlU1ect to the texts we were
and
in class.
how much my students enjoyed vV'-'UU.'''''''1S
and
I decided that I would
as much technology into my classes as I could, even ifit meant
outside
comfort zone. Although I consider myself
pretty tech savvy and took an educational
class in
vV"V,,",V, I hadn't really had a chance to
these skills
into classroom
and I didn't know anyone else who
had the same vision as me about how
could be used
to
students' literacy skills. This isn't
easy, and
some days the technology malfunctions in my school make me
want to throw in the towel on using technology altogether, but
when I see the products my students produce and that they are
actually excited to read, I know all of the headaches are worth
it.
The older, more traditional ways of
students t1P~lplt1ln
their literacy skills, like book reports, prompted essays, and
tests, may not meet the needs oftoday's students and the skills
will need to succeed in the future. Students instead need to
read and write
texts that are not
found in traditional
form, but also in nonlinear texts, like those found online.
As we become a more
and globaJly
cOlU1ected
our way of thinking and producing text is
,",UVIA'5J:l'5, and as
we need to
our students develop
skills they can adapt to any situation.

A

What the Experts are Doing
While doing worksheets and traditional book reports still
""T,,,.. n,,, there are many teachers out there
the
Rozema (2007) writes of
traditional book report for podcasts about books
which
have yielded
results and much excitement from his stu
dents. A podcast is kind of like an audio version of a
Rozema's students write
about books
have
think about
create mood through music, and work on
perfonnance speaking-all are skills that most state standards
require and that his students learn through a project to which
they can relate and that is real to them, for these podcasts were
uploaded to Rozema's blogs and some of them even to iTunes.
Miller (2009) also has moved away from the traditional book
report onto informal "book commercials" that her students vol
share with the class when they are done with a book.
Not only does this allow Miller to learn about what students are
reading and how well
understand a book, book commer
cials
other students excited about books their classmates
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The

are
is no longer an isolated
students can talk about it with other students.
school students are turned off' by
because it is done
independently, but that isn't how
is in real life: we talk
to friends, family, and colleagues about what to read next, we
read book reviews online, or we listen to them on the radio. If
we read a good book, we want to talk about it, not write a book
report or do a worksheet. Miller (2009) also has her students
features of book reviews, then write their own book
which they
on their class blogs,
them the
chance to have more
their classmates hear their
thoughts.
students learn to collaborate around texts,
both while
them and reading the final product, is a skill
that will translate well not
later in their academic career
but also in the workplace since collaboration is an almost daily
occurrence in many careers.
While Miller (2009) uses book commercials to
students
interested in books to
others take a different approach.
Dopke-Wilson (2009) writes about modeling book trailers af
ter the movie trailers you
see at the theater before
older, more
a movie
These tional ways of helping
book trailers can be credevelop their
ated by
media
and students. literacy skills .... may not
The media
meet the
of today's
to whom Dopke-Wilson students and the skills
noted that students they will need to succeed
became more
in the future.
with the books they were
reading and were more
likely to finish them so that
could create a
book
trailer. They also suggest using these book trailers with future
students to get them excited about particular books and help
increase circulation.
While traditional print texts are still important and neces
sary, we are moving away from linear types of text to more
nontraditional, non-linear texts that
a variety of
media. Moje, Overby, Tysvaer, and Morris (2008) call this
stu
"out of school" Iiteracies, defined as the literacy
dents participate in outside
like playing video games,
"',,:lI',","lHK and
content online,
various texts
online,
graphic novels and comics, etc. There are many
different ways to incorporate students' interests and nontradi
tionalliteracies into the classroom, but first we as teachers need
to
out of our comfort zone and try these nontraditional
texts. We are not always
to be successful: the network
can go down, computers
or we won't know the answer to
a student's question about how to
a
of software.
I've found, though, that despite these setbacks, students will
keep
back to these
because
have
so much
and interest.
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My Journey

The following chronicles my successes and difficulties with
promoting literacy with my middle school students as I tried
different methods.
As a master's degree student in a school of education, many
of our classes are focused on strategies and theory, but I had
the opportunity to take a class on media for children and young
adults in another department, allowing me to get a different
perspective on reading and to put into my classroom practice
some of the theory I had learned previously. Since becoming
a middle school teacher, I have enjoyed reading young adult
literature, but found my time for it limited. This semester, I was
required to read and review 50 pieces of media for children and
young adults, exposing me to a ton of texts that I hadn't been
aware of before. I also participated in my local lSD's training
about implementing reader's workshop with the recently ad
opted Common Core standards. These experiences culminated
in my efforts to be a bigger advocate of reading in my class
room and trying harder to get interesting books into kids' hands,
while also trying to create authentic assessment opportunities
that were engaging and required skills that students would find
useful in the future.
Book Commercials

As a result of these new experiences, I have been booktalk
ing more, but more than that, I've been more intentional about
it. In the past, I would recommend books to students, and they
wouldn't have been very likely to check them out. This year,
instead of just quickJy saying that a particular book was good,
I've dedicated actual time every so often to recommending dif
ferent types of books to kids, trying to use some of Miller's
(2009) "book commercial" techniques to hook my students into
the book I'm showing them. Because I have been more suc
cessful with my booktalking, many of my students are actually
interested in reading the books I've recommended, leading to
the problem of who gets what book when. I decided to create a
running checkout lottery for each new book I recommend, and
students who haven't been picked keep asking when the books
will be back in the hopes that they will be next in line to check
them out.
While I am pleased with how my booktalks are helping my
students to be more excited about their reading, I also know
that the recommendations they get from each other can be more
powerful. This year, I decided to change up how I introduced
our first book club novel unit of the year. Traditionally, I book
talk the four book club choices, then send students off to "novel
shop" for the one they'd like to read. Despite my best efforts,
my biases about the books come out as I try to "sell" them to
the class.
So, I decided to tum the booktalking over to the students. First
we brainstormed what people do to choose a book. The students
came up with this list:
oSee what genre it is
oRead the back/inside cover
oSee if you know the author
oLook at cover art
oFigure out reading level using five finger test
oAsk a friend
oLook at awards and reviews

I then divided students into groups of four or five and in
structed them to use all that we had just talked about to create a
commercial for the book I had given the group. The students'
goal was to convey as best they could the basic plot of the book
and convince their classmates to choose this particular novel to
read. The best book commercials would be lively and creative
in their description of the novel. As they worked, I circulated
the room, giving students some hints about the books to make
sure they were on the right track. The students then performed
their commercials for the class, doing their best to make the
other students in the class want to read the book.
Introducing the books this way had mixed results, though I
won't know for sure until students are further into their books,
if this helped them choose the best one for them. On the posi
tive side, students heard how their classmates would interpret
the information about a book to decide whether or not to read
it, and they heard the opinions of someone their own age who
will be making the same decisions as them about what book to
choose. On the negative side, students had no prior knowledge
of the books, so they could only go on what was printed on the
back and what they could glean from a quick skim of the pages.
Because of this, I had to add some pertinent information about
the books at the end of each group's performance to make sure
students had adequate information about the books. After the
performances, students took copies of each of the four books,
looked them over, and chose the one they thought they would
enjoy the most. In the past, I have had quite a few students ask
to change books a few days after choosing the initial one, but
this year that has been minimal.
Due to the limitations of creating book commercials for books
the students hadn't yet read, I also wanted to give students a
forum for discussing books they had read, so I created accounts
for all of my students using my Weebly for Education license.
These accounts allowed each student to have a customizable
website on which they could blog, add media, and comment on
other students' work. Prior to going to the computer lab, we
reviewed how people choose books, focusing on book reviews.
We then analyzed a published review for the book Nomansland
from Library Media Collection and noticed features in the re
view that we would like to replicate. We decided that each re
view should have an interesting hook, description/summary of
the book, and a recommendation or discussion of its usefulness.
Next, students chose a book they had read this year and wrote a
review for it. Later that week, we had the opportunity to go to
the computer lab to create our websites, and despite the technol
ogy problems and malfunctions, students were excited to share
their sites with classmates and read others' reviews. In reflec
tion, what may be most interesting is that many students who
typically choose not to do most traditional school work at home
worked on creating these sites, typing their book reviews, and
commenting on other students' reviews.
To gauge whether students were actually more excited about
new books because of these sites or were just excited to be mak
ing their own websites, I created a short survey using the online
survey-maker, SurveyMonkey. This site lets users create ques
tions, send the survey to people or embed it in a website, and
will then analyze the results. I embedded the link to my survey
on my class website and asked students to take it after having
read some classmates' reviews. Of the students who responded,
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an overwhelming majority hoped their classmates would read
their reviews and make decisions about books based on them,
reiterating the fact that students, despite how they might act, do
want others to read their writing, especially if they've written
something for an authentic audience. Most students also noted
that they were interested in reading one of the books they read
about, showing the power of a peer-to-peer recommendation.
Had students simply written a book report about a book they
had read this year, they might not have experienced the peer
collaboration, written for an audience other than the teacher,
and gained website creation skills with blogging their book re
views.
PodcastinglDigital Recording
In addition to allowing students a voice in reviewing the
books they read, I wanted to give them a way to be a part of the
books they read. One of the first genres we teach in seventh
grade is memoir. Paul Fleischman's 2004 Seed/olks , while not
a memoir because it's fiction, is written like a memoir, with
each of the chapters narrated by a different person. As a class,
we looked at how each chapter can be seen as a mini-memoir
about the character's experience with the community garden.
Because of the eclectic cast of characters, many of whom
were not born in the United States, Seed/olks lends itself to be
listened to as an audiobook while reading along. Each chapter
begins with a short musical introduction that relates in some
way to the character's heritage, and each character is spoken in
a different voice, often with a different accent. In addition to
being very listener-friendly, the short novel ends in such a way
that leaves room for additional characters or story lines.
After we were finished with Seed/olks, students were tasked
with writing their own Seed/olks chapter about themselves, a
minor character who didn't have hislher own chapter, or a char
acter they made up. We began by brainstorming what went into
a good Seed/olks chapter, both the written and audiobook ver
sions. One of the most interesting aspects of Seed/olks is how
the characters relate to one another and make cameos in other
chapters. So, once students chose their character and the plant
that character would grow in the books' community garden, we
listed this information on the board so that students could see
what others were doing and incorporate these characters into
their particular stories.
After writing their Seed/olks chapters, students had the op
portunity to tum their written chapters into audiobook chap
ters. Using digital voice recorders borrowed from the com
puter teacher in my building, each student recorded his or her
chapter. Some students chose to speak in a particular accent;
others did not, depending on how they wanted their chapters to
sound. Since I only had access to two voice recorders and have
about 30 students per class, the recording aspect moved slowly,
especially because I had to upload each student's audio file to
my home computer to put it in the correct format to be edited
later. Students who were not recording spent their time search
ing for the perfect music for the introduction to their chapter on
the website SoundzAbound, a royalty free music library cre
ated especially for schools and to which my district has a paid
subscription. Once students recorded their chapter and found
the music for their introduction, they imported both of these
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files into the audio editing software, Audacity (it's download
able and free!). Audacity allows users to mix together audio
files, add effects, and create many different types of projects.
This is the second year that I have had students create their
own Seed/olks audio book chapters, and it is turning into one of
my favorite things to do all year. Students who struggle in oth
er ways amaze me with their ability to imitate and expand upon
Fleischman's novel, and
all students get a chance As we become a more
to feel like they are creat technologically-inclined
ing something real that is
and globally-connected
comparable in quality to
a published piece. Other society, our way of think
teachers in my building ing and producing text is
have students write their changing.
own Seed/olks chapter,
and while they generally
enjoy that assignment, creating their own audiobook chapter
adds elements that writing alone cannot replicate. To create a
good audiobook chapter, students need to think about what mu
sic is appropriate to the mood and personality of their character,
how to speak in a way that is natural and clear, and how to mix
together the music and words, among other things.
Movie Trailers
In our district's middle school ELA curriculum, we do not
have the flexibility of allowing students free choice for all of
their reading; we have some novels that we teach whole class
and in book clubs. These books do not always lend themselves
to being what students want to read most, but I'm hopeful that
through our book commercials and other activities, students
will see the value in these books and learn to enjoy them. For
one of the units, students have the choice of reading one of four
books that fit under our theme for the quarter, "Letting Others
In." Not only do we read these novels during this quarter, but
we also read and discuss drama as a genre. We read a few plays
and discuss things like text features and how drama is different
from prose. Once students are finished with their book club
novels and are sufficiently knowledgeable about drama, I in
troduce their unit ending project: to create a movie trailer about
their book club novel. In making these movie trailers, the stu
dents must find a way to portray the book's plot, conflict, and
theme to an audience that mayor may not have read it, write a
script using the elements of drama we discussed, and incorpo
rate significant vocabulary words from the book.
To begin, we dissect real movie trailers to see what elements
they have that make them interesting to viewers. Then students
begin brainstorming with their book clubs what elements of
their book they might include to create interest in the book.
In the past, I have felt that students produced quality movie
trailers, but I knew that the script-writing aspect of it was lack
ing. After reading Dopke-Wilson (2009) and taking her sug
gestion to check out the website, Digital Booktalk, I now have a
clearer understanding of the process I need to help my students
through to make even higher quality products. This website
includes examples of book trailers, how-tos, and lesson plans
for teachers. This year, prior to letting my students film their
scenes, my plan is to analyze the plays and teleplays we read in
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class more
those so that
engage in a
as well. Last year, students were eager to
their hands on a
camera,
when I gave them one, thev had no
This year, in addition to being more
I will help students through the storyboard process,
which should help the filming go more smoothly, also hope
fully lessening my anxiety about having students all over the
school filming without my supervision.
Once students write their scripts and the
is
done, students take the time to film their scenes.
dependon the software available to
students upload their
video files to Windows MovieMaker or iMovie. Both
of software are easy
and come
As a young teacher, I am to
loaded on their respec

looking for new ways
to
my students with
have to edit the
text and get them excited
video
and add
about
and writing.

narration,
and credits. This forc
es them to think about the mood created by music and what
the audience would need in terms ofvoiceover and text to
a
understanding of the novel. After all of the movie
trailers are done, we have a film festival, where we watch the
trailers in
much to everyone's amusement. To create a
successful movie trailer, students need to decide what is most
for comprehension for someone who has not read the
book and how to
these important elements in a short
oftime
a limited number of actors and props. Stu
dents must also
out how to ""Tite authentic
dia
and what camera angles will best convey their message.
What often ends up being most difficult for
but also
most
is figuring out how to
all group
members on track and productive. The group dynamics are
to watch play out. All of these skills would
quite
be lost if student'> were required to take a pencil and paper test
instead of this project, which also meet" many state standards.
As a young teacher, I am always looking for new ways to en
gage my students with text and get them excited about
and
There are many ways that teachers are
into their teaching of reading and
engage those nontraditional literacies that so many
possess like
podcasting, and
movie trailers
for books. I've found that these can be
activities to take
the
of the traditional book report or test, and I hope to find
more ways to incorporate projects like these into my classes in
the future.
visit
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Moje, E., Overby, M., Tysvaer, N. & Morris, K. (2008). The complex world
of adolescent literacy: Myths, motivation, and mysteries. Harvard Educa
tional Review, 78(1), 107-154,
Rozema, R. (2007). The book report, version 2.0: Podcasling on young adult
novels. English Journal, 97( I), 31-36.

Websites/Software Used
Audacity http://audacity.sourceforge.net
Digital Book Talk http://www.digitalbooktalk.com
iMovie (Mac) www.apple.com
SoundzAbound \\1ww.soundzabound.com
SurveyMonkey hltp:llwww.slIrveymonkey.com
Weebly for Education http://educalion.weebly.com
Windows MovieMaker (PC) wl'lw.microsoftcom

Jianna Taylor is a middle school
language arts and
Spanish teacher in the West Bloomfield School District in West
her master's de
Bloomfield,
She is also
gree at the University of Michigan, Jianna can be reached at
tayJorj@wbsd.org.

"Teachers for the Dream"
the Dream" program
or teacherspairs English/ELA
of-color already established in
classroom with
on preparing con
professional mentors to
ference presentations
publication submis
sions. Additionally,
are granted free
MCTE membership and
attendance at
a conference.
Jillie MixPlease refer potential
to
Thibaillt, 3
(work), 734-284-7189
(home), or j.mix@wayne.edu. She serves as the
Urban/Diversity
on
MCTE Executive
Committee.
you wish to mentor,
will pair you up with a
ten mentors
electronic
meetings
are not necessary.
mentors have helped
mentees use course work
or dissertation
research to create their professional work. Also,
many mentors have
mentees in on their
own presentations. All who are interested shoilld
contact Julie.
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